HOUSING IN THE 1980S:
A REVIEW OF ALTERNATIVE FORECASTS

. by
William C. Apgar, Jr.

Working Paper No. W83-2

Paper prepared as part of the Housing Futures Program, Joint Center for
Urban Studies of MIT and Harvard University, revised July 1983.



Copyright by the Joint Center for Urban Studies of MIT and Harvard
University. All rights reserved.

ISSN No. 0275-2964




Introduction

Between 1975 and 1979, a series of housing market forecasts pre-
dicted that the aging of the baby boom generation as well as the
continuing need to upgrade the existing housing stock would spark
record-level new construction activity in the 1980s. Researchers at
the U.S. Forest Service, the Urban Institute, the National Association
of Home Builders, and Data Resources, Inc., among others, published
projections that new construction would add 24 to 28 million units to
the housing stock over the decade.1

The plunge of the housing industry into deep recession in the
early 1980s caused many forecasting groups to reduce their estimates
of total production féf the decade, yet there is 1little reason to
believe that the revised forecasts are any more accurate than those
they replace. Like earlier projections, the more recent housing
market forecasts fail to capture how demographic factors influence
patterns of demand and, in particular, household growth. 1In addition,
they take little account of factors that influence losses, conver-
sions, and other forms of housing investment and disinvestment.
Although existing models may forecast total housing market activity
accurately, they have little chance of correctly identifying important
trends in the composition of new construction by location, by size, or
structure type.

This paper presents a baseline forecast of likely trends in house-
hold formation and housing construction activity in the 1980s.

Following an assessment of national trends, the paper presents
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forecasts for each of nine census divisions and discusses important
regional variations in household formation and new construction activ-

ity. The paper then compares the ability of selected housing market

models to track changes in demographic patterns and uses of the inst-
ing inventory, and concludes with recommendations for a prog%am of
housing research and model development. Principal findings r;ported
in this paper include:

(1) Declines in the growth rate of households and in net [losses
imply that new construction Plus mobile home shipments for the decade
of the 1980s most likely will equal 18.9 million units but could be as
low as 16.9 million units.

(2) Forecasts of future housing consumption and investment activ-
ity require an underst&ﬁding of how the existing housing stock adjusts
to changing economic conditions. 1In falling to model losses and non- -
new construction additions to the inventory, available fochasts
provide an inadequate basis for assessing future trends in ne& con-
struction activity.

(3) Each of the forecasts surveyed in this paper attempts to
estimate the growth of households by age of household head without ex-

plicitly modeling the family formation process. Characteristics of

families and individuals other than age, however, are important #eter-
minants of household formation and housing choice. A more approﬁtiate
approach would be to project the number of families by type, an& then

to model the effects that income, housing prices, and other economic

variables have on housing demand.
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(4) It is feasible to construct an improvec_l model for projecting
future housing trends. The model must be sufficiently disaggregated
to represent the way changes in family structure influence housing
demand. Equally important, it must include sufficient detail to
permit assessment of how changing economic conditions affect use of
the existing inventory. Since characteristics of households and of
the housing stock differ both across and within regions, a successful

forecasting model must also contain spatial detail.

Moving from the 1970s to the 1980s: A Baseline Forecast

By definition, changes in the total housing inventory must equal
growth in the number of households plus changes in the number of
vacant housing units. Similarly, growth in the total inventory must _
equal new construction activity (conventional new construction plus
mobile home placements) less net losses (total losses less non-new
construction additioms). These simple definitions are widely used
among housing market forecasters and provide a useful framework for
comparing alternative projections.

In the decade of the 1970s, new construction added 20.9 million
units to the total housing inventory. Accounting for net losses of
2.6 million units, these additions generated a 18.3 million units
increase in the total housing stock for the decade. Although there
has been much disagreement over the components of inventory change, it
is clear that net losses in the 1970s were substantially lower than in

the previous decade, i.e., 3.7 percent compared with 10.9 percent in



the 1960s. Moreover, the decline in net losses in the 19708 substan-
tially reduced the level of new construction required to meet the
growth of households and maintain a given level of vacant units.2

The dramatic reduction in net losses resulted from both a decline
in gross losses and an increase in non-new construction additions.
Gross losses from the conventional inventory (total units less mobile
home and seasonal vacancies) fell from an estimated 10.7 percent over
the 1960s to 7.6 percent during the 1970s. High losses among mobile
home units, however, offset some of this reduction in gross losses
from the conventional inventory. By the 1970s, mobile home losses
were 19.0 percent of total losses, up substantially from the 6.3 per-
cent recorded in the 1960s. The rise in mobile home losses reflects
both the growth of theée unite as a percent of the total inventory and

the fact that mobile homes tend to have shorter useful lives than

conventional housing.

The increase in non-new constructionm additions to the invgntory
also reduced net losses in the 1970s. Conversion of single-éamily
homes into two or more units, adaptive reuse of commercial and indus-
trial structures as residences, and other changes to the existing
inventory added at least 2.7 million, and more likely as many ;s 3.9
million, units to the stock. It should be noted that even the |lower
of these two estimates is still nearly twice the number of non-new

construction additions that the Bureau of the Census reported for the

period 1960-1970.3

Despite declines in net loss rates over the past 20 years, ana-

lysts routinely assumed until recently that the high loss rates of the
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1960s would continue into the 1980s. For some areas, this was a valid
assumption, i.e., in the central cities of the Northeast and North
Central regions. For the remajning portions of the country, however,
loss rates dropped sharply. Failure to distinguish this trend seri-
ously distorted forecasts for the 1980s. As Table 1 shows, the
National Association of Homebuilders forecast that net losses in the
current decade would equal 12.3 million units, while the U.S. Forest
Service, Data Regources, Inc., and John Weicher projected loss levels
between 6.9 to 9.0 million units. Although these estimates are
plausible relative to the experience of the 1960s when net losses
totaled 6.6 million units, they seem unrealistically high in light of
the fact that net losses in the 1970s fell to only 2.7 million units.
Housing market forééasters did 1little better in capturing trends
in household formation. After growing steadily in the 1950s and
1960s, household headship rates soared in the early 1970s. As the
baby boom aged, the number of adults rose rapidly; the probability
that any given adult would form an independent household also in-
creased. Although analysts began to note the change in household
formation rates as early as the 1960s, they failed to anticipate how

rapidly headship rates would rise and therefore how rapidly the number

of households would grow.4

Given the continued growth in headship rates in the early and mid-
19708, the Census Bureau revised its forecasts of household formation
three times between 1975 and 1979. While using different time periods
and assumptions to form their extrapolations of headship rates, their

most recent and most widely used projection places household growth in
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the 1980s at 16.8 million. Several forecasters—including the U.S.
Forest Service in 1977, and Data Resources, Inc. in 1978--followed the
lead of the Census Bureau and also revised their projections upwards.
Like the Census Bureau, each of these forecasts assumed that headship
in the 1980s would continue to grow at rates experienced in the late
1960s and early 1970s.

More recent data suggest that this is unlikely. As Figure 1
shows, crude headship rates for the age group 20-34 have remained
virtually constant since 1975. For those aged 25-34, the headship
rate only increased from 49.7 percent in 1975 to 49.9 perceht in 1982.
Among the 20-24 age group, the 1982 headship rate was up slightly to
15.0 percent from the 1975 figure of 14.6 percent.5

In their detailed ﬁﬁalysis of household formation, John Pitkin and
George Masnick of the MIT-Harvard Joint Center for Urban Studies
examined forces leading to a diminished growth in headship rates. This
research examines the probability of individual family nuclei--i.e.,
families or other groupings of related individuals such as a single-
parent and children——forming separate households. While many analysts
focus on the effect of age in the decisién to head a household, Pitkin
and Masnick suggest that other important factors in the choice include
marital status and the presence or absence of children. Other things
being equal, a woman with young children, for example, is more likely
to maintain a separate household than a childless woman. Headship
probabilities differ according to whether a woman 1is widowed, di-
vorced, or never married. In short, the Pitkin and Masnick analysis
demonstrates that demographic characteristics have important implica-

tions for future growth of households.
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FIGURE 1 ,
Headship Rates by Age Class, 1950-1980
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This slowdown in the growth in headship rates among young adults
is noteworthy in that this age group contributéd to much of the in-
crease in total households in the late 1960s and early 1970s. 1Indeed,
slower growth in headship rates is a central ingredient in the Joint
Center's forecast of diminished household growth for the next two
decades. During this period, the average annual increase in number of
households will fall from the 1.5 million level forecast for the 1980s
to 1.1 million in the early 1990s, and close to 1.0 million by the end
of the century.6

Table 2 compares a baseline forecast fpr the 1980s consistent with
these trends and the levels experienced in the 1970s. The baseline
forecast assumes that 14.8 million households will form over the
1980s, a substantial decline from the 16.8 million in the previous
decade. Assuming that the occupancy rate holds constant at the 1980
level of approximately 91 percent, the slowdown in household growth
will produce an equally pronounced drop in the growth of vacant units.
If losses continue at rates observed in the period 1975-1980 and
non-new construction additions continue to provide the same share of
total additions as they did in the 19708, the baseline forecast places
gross losses for the decade at 6.1 million units, non-new construction
additions at 3.4 million units, and net‘losses at 2.6 million units.
The forecast of reduced household formation and reduced inventory
losses implies that new construction will equal but 18.9 million
units, including about 2.7 million mobile home placements.

Changing economic conditions could, of course, modify both house-

hold formation rates and net loss rates. With the sluggish economy



Table 2

HOUSEHOLD FORMATION, CHANGE IN TOTAL AND VACANT HOUSING STOCK
NET LOSSES, AND NEW CONSTRUCTION PLUS MOBILE HOME SHIPMENTS:
1970~1980 (ACTUAL) AND 1980-1990 (FORECAST)

Actual 1970s Forecast 1980s
Millions As Percent of Millions As Percent of
of Beginning of of Beginning of
Units Decade Stock Units Decade Stock
Initial Period 70.18 100.02 88.56 100.0%
Stock
Household 16.80 23.9 14.84 16.8
Formation
Additional 1.59 2.3 1.43 1.6
Vacancies
Growth of 18.38 26.2 16.27 18.4
Total Stock
Net Loss: 2.56 3.7 2.63 3.0
Gross Loss 6.50 9.3 6.07 6.9
Non-new 3.94 5.6 3.44 3.9
Construction
Additions
New Construction 20.94 29.8 18.90 21.3
Plus Mobile
Home Shipments
End of Decade 88.56 126.2 104.83 118.4

Stock

SOURCE: Joint Center forecasts, June 1983.
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and low levels of household formation recorded in the early 1980s, the
estimate of 14.8 million new households could be too high; a period of
vigorous and sustained economic growth, however, could push household
growth to 15.8 million. Alternatively, net losses could increase in
the 1980s. Sfrong economic growth, together with the continued shift
of households from city tovsuburb and from frostbelt to sunbelt could
raise loss rates. While it is unlikely that they will ever return to
1960s levels, it is possible that net losses could increase to a
decade rate of 4.0 percent.

As in Table 3 shows, only a high level of household formation
together with a return to high levels of net losses would produce new
construction plus mobile home shipments that would equal or exceed the
number achieved in theVI9703. A more likely estimate of new construc-
tion activity in thg 1980s 1s 18.9 million units, or 10 percent lower
than in the previous decade. Moreover, housing production could fall
even further if household growth fails to reach the most likely level
of 14.8 million.

Despite this pessimistic assessment for the decade as a whole, it
is important to note that housing production will increase sharply
from the depressed levels experienced between 1980 and 1982; sustain-
ing higher production levels into the late 19863 and 1990s, however,
will be difficult. As the baby boom generation ages, household forma-
tion rates and housing construction activity will begin a downward
drift that will last until the year 2000. As discqssed in the section

below, moreover, not all the regions of the country will ghare equally

in housing production.
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Table 3

NEW CONSTRUCTION PLUS MOBILE HOME PLACEMENT
FOR THE 1980s
(Millions of Units)

Net Loss Rate

Household Low Most Likely High
Formation 2.0 Percent 3.0 Percent 4.0 Percent
Low

13.8 million 16.9 17.8 18.7
Most Likelz

14.8 million 18.0 18.9 19.8
High

15.8 million 19.1 20.0 20.9

SOURCE: Joint Center forecasts, June 1983. Most likely forecast for
new construction plus mobile home placements is 18.9 million. Other

forecasts are for discussion purposes only.
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Regional Trends in Housing Construction

The regional variation in household growth observed in the 1970s
is expected to continue in the 1980s. As Table & shows, the popula-
tion of the Northeast grew by only 94,000 in the 1970s, with the New
England states gaining 506,000 people and the Mid Atlantic states
losing 412,000. While the large central cities of the Northeast had
been decreasing in population since the 1950s, by the 1970s numerous
inner suburban areas were also losing residents. Joint Center projec-
tions suggest that with the State of New York leading the way, popula-
tion in the Mid Atlantic states will decline by as much as 6.4 percent
in the 1980s. Almost no population growth is forecast for the East
North Central states, as well. Having grown by only 3.5 percent in

the 1970s, the population of these states is likely to increase by

only 1.2 percent over the current decade.

The population in the sunbelt, in contrast, 1s projected to grow
significantly faster than the national average. Relative to the
1970s, however, the rate of population growth will decrease somewhat
in the Pacific and Mountain states and more sharply in the South
Atlantic states. The West South Central and East South Central states

are projected to experience the largest absolute population increase

of 6.3 million.

Although population growth is a major determinant of household
growth, the number of households can increase at a greater rate than
the number of people if average household size continues to decline.
As the data in Table 5 indicate, the rate of household growth in the

19708 exceeded the rate of population growth in each of the nine
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Table 4

POPULATION GROWTH BY REGION:

1970-1980 (ACTUAL) AND 1980-1990 (FORECAST)

Population (000s)

Decade Growth

Rate

Region Actual Actual Forecast Actual Forecast
Census Division 1970 1980 1990 1970-1980 1980-1990
Northeast 49,041 49,135 47,707 0.22 -2.9%
New England 11,842 12,348 13,142 4.2 6.4
Mid Atlantic 37,199 36,787 34,562 -1.1 -6.4
North Central 56,572 58,854 61,274 4.0 4.1
East North Central 40,253 41,670 42,151 3.5 1.2
West North Central 16,319 17,184 19,123 5.3 11.3
South 62,795 75,353 89,921 20.0 19,3
South Atlantic 30,671 36,943 41,785 20.5 13.1
East South Central 12,803 14,663 18,079 14.5 22.8
West South Central 19,321 23,747 30,057 22.9 26,6
West 34,805 43,165 52,949 23.9 22,7
Mountain 8,282 11,368 15,416 37.2 35,6
Pacific 26,523 31,797 37,533 19.8 18,0
Total 203,212 226,505 251,848 11.4 11,2

SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of Census, 1980 Census of Population, Standard
Metropolitan Statistical Areas - 1980, Supplementary Reports PC80-S1-5

(Washington, D.C.:

U.S. Government Printing Office, 1981) and Joint
Center projections, June 1983.
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Table 5

COMPARISON OF POPULATION AND HOUSEHOLD GROWTH:
1970-1980 (ACTUAL) AND 1980-1990 (FORECAST)

. 1970-1980 1980-1990

Region Population  Household Population

Household

Census Division Growth Rate Growth Rate Growth Rate Growth Rate

Northeast 0.272 12.47 -2.9%
New England 4.2 19.5 6.4

North Central 4.0 18.8 4.1
East North Central 3.5 18.2 1.2
West North Central 5.3 20.1 11.3

South 20.0 37.1 19.3
South Atlantic 20.5 39.0 13.1
East South Central 14.5 29.8 22.8
West South Central 22.9 39.0 26.6

West 23.9 39.2 22.7
Mountain 37.2 58.1 35.6
Pacific 19.8 33.7 18.0

. Total 11.4% 26.47% 11.2%

. SOURCE: See Table 4.
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census divisions. Even in the Mid Atlantic region, which lost pop-

ulation in the 1970s, the number of households grew by 10.3 perant.
In the future, households will continue to increase at a faster
rate than population, but the difference will be 1less prono&nced-
While the projected population increase of 11.2 percent is pract?cally
identical to that experienced in the 1970s, the household growt# rate
is projected to drop from the 1970s figure of 26.4 percent t# 18.3
percent. Even sharper declines are forecast for selected regio&s: in
the Mid Atlantic states, for example, household growth is projected to
fall from 10.3 percent to under 1.0 percent. Although still above
average, the household growth rate in the South Atlantic and Pacific
states will drop as well, reflecting the slowdown in population growth
in Florida and California.
The flow of population and households away from selected frostbelt
states suggests that the Northeast and North Central regions will cap-

ture smaller shares of national housing market activity. As indicated

in Table 6, the biggest declines in the shares of total housing pro-

duction will occur in the Mid Atlantic and East North Central gtates.
In contrast, both New England and the West North Central di%isions
will experience slight increases in their shares of total new éousing
production. As a whole, the Northeast and North Central regio&s will

capture 27.7 percent of new construction plus mobile home plaéements
|
|
in the 1980s, down from 33.9 percent in the 1970s. %
As household growth slows, forecasts of total consttuction%activ-

ity are increasingly influenced by forecasts of the other con#onents

of inventory change, i.e., changes in vacancies, losses, and non-new
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Table 6

PERCENT DISTRIBUTION OF HOUSEHOLD GROWTH AND NEW
CONSTRUCTION PLUS MOBILE HOME SHIPMENTS BY REGION:
1970-1980 (ACTUAL) AND 1980-1990 (FORECAST)

New Construction Plus

Region Household Growth Mobile Home Shipments
Census Division 1970-1980 1980-1990 1970-1980 1980-1990
Northeast 11.5% 5.3% 11.87% 8.5%
New England 4.2 4.5 3.6 4,2
Mid Atlantic 7.3 0.7 8.2 4.3
North Central 19.7 15.3 22.1 19,2
East North Central 13.5 8.0 14.7 11.3
West North Central 6.2 7.3 7.4 7.9
South 42.8 48.9 42.4 45.9
South Atlantic 22.0 19.4 21.5 19.4
East South Central 6.9 10.6 7.5 9.5
West South Central  13.9 18.9 13.4 17.0
West 26.1 30.6 23.7 26.4
Mountain B 8.7 11.7 8.1 9.9
Pacific 17.4 18.9 15.6 16.5
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.07%
Number (thousands) 16,800 14,840 20,935 18,897

SOURCE: See Table 4.
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construction additions. In the Mid Atlantic region, for example,

households will increase by only 110,000 in the 1980s, but new con-

struction for the decade will equal 812,000 units; this discrepancy is

largely due to the fact that new construction is needed to offset the

nearly 1 million units that will be lost during the decade. 1In
ing these estimates, it was assumed that the vacancy rate would 1
unchanged, an assumption consistent with historical experience
household growth slows to near zero in this division, however,
possible that vacancies will increase. If the vacancy rate fo

Mid Atlantic states were to rise by one percent, the housing

form-

remain

. As

it 1is

r the

stock

(and hence new comnstruction) would have to increase by an additional

140,000 units.

Review of Alternative Forecasts

Forecasts of housing consumption and investment activity require

an understanding of the way in which both households and the hbusing

stock adjust to changing ecomomic conditions. New construction adds

but a small increment each year to the total housing inventory.

Even

after a decade of record-level new comstruction activity, four put of

every five American households in 1980 lived in a unit that existed in

1970. The location, quality, and other characteristics of the current

inventory thus play an important, although frequently ignored, role in

shaping housing market trends.

Demographic characteristics and household formation patterns also

influence housing market behavior. The formation of new households

and the composition of existing households depend not only on economic
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factors governing the cost and availability of housing, but also on
social norms such as marriage rates, divorce rates, and the age at
which children leave their parents' homes. Like the characteristics
of the existing housing stock, the current characteristics of families
and households have important implications for the future.

In attempting to capture the many economic and social factors that
influence housing investment and consumption decisions, housing ana-
lysts employ a variety of techniques ranging from simple trend-line
extrapolations to complex simultaneous equation models. The work of
the ten forecasting groups listed in Table 7 illustrates this diver-
sity. Researchers at Data Resources, Inc. (DRI), for example, employ
one of the largest and most complex macroeconomic models of the na-
.tional economy in use today, yet sﬁpplement the results of this model
with simple trend-line forecasts. The same is true for Morgan Stanley
and Company, whose housing forecasts are based in part on the results
of the national macroeconomic model of Townsend Greenspan, Inc. and in
part on supplementary analyses of factors not included in the national
model. |

Although it is useful to think about housing in the context of the
national economy, macroeconomic models typically contain only limited
detail about the housing sector. The DRI model, for example, fore-
casts single-family and multi-family housing starts and mobile home
placements for the next 25 years, but not of the number and compo-
sition of households living in these units. To supplement their
national models, analysts at DRI and elsewhere have therefore de-

veloped special housing sector models. The Regional Data Associates
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model, initially developed by Kenneth Rosen and Dwight Jaffee, is an
example of this type, as. are the models of Thom#s Marcin of the U.S.
Forest Service, John Weicher of the Urban Institute, and researchers
at Advance Mortgage Corporation.

Taking as given certain parameters about the future of the
national economy, each model nonetheless emphasizes different aspects
of the housing market. The most recent version of the RDA/Rosen/
Jaffee/ model, for instance, incorporates considerable detail about
housing finance and includes a simple model of household formation,
but treats as exogenous the rates of net loss to the existing inven~-
toty-7 In contrast, Weicher does not attempt to model household
formation but uses the available Census Bureau forecasts; he fbcuses
instead on modeling the components of inventory change, including
losses. Marcin pays more attention to the details of the household
formation process than RDA/Rosen/Jaffe, but less attention than
Weicher to the details of housing inventory adjustment.

In addition to these formal models, many analysts make qualitative
assessments of the future of the housing industry. As part of the
multi-year study on urban decline and the future of the American city,
Anthony Downs of the Brookings Institution has developed estimates of
likely trends in housing construction and investment. Downs combines
the Census Bureau forecasts of household formation with independent
economic analyses of inventory adjustment to form alternative fore-
casts of housing market activities. George Sternlieb takes a similar
approach in his work on multi-family housing demand. Without the

benefit of formal models (or perhaps because they were not bound to
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the limitations of a single model), both Downs and Sternlieb offer
far-ranging and frequently insightful comments about future housing
market dynamics.

To varying degrees, however, housing market forecasters seek to

assess the demographic, economic, technological, social, and political

factors that affect housing consumption and investment. While it is
of course difficult to develop a single model that incorporates all of
these complex interactions, current forecasting efforts seem pa#ticu-
larly deficient in tracking changes in demographic patterns and #n the
use of the existing inventory. The next section assesses alter%ative
forecasts of household formation, while the subsequent section %valu-
ates alternative forecasts of the components of inventory c%ange.
This review suggests that existing projections of housing %arket
activity are built on the most tenuous of foundations.

Forecasts of Household Formation

 The 1970s recorded unusually rapid growth in the number of #ouse-
holds and a marked shift in household composition. Between 1970 and
1980, the number of households increased by 16.8 millionm, co%pared
with 10.6 million in each of the previous two decades. while%fore-
casters expected households to increase in number in the 1970s b;cause
of the "arrival”™ of the baby boom generation into the prime hOu%ehold
formation age groups, many analysts, including those at the &ensus
Bureau, failed to anticipate the rapid increases that occurred in the

fraction of adults heading households. With growth in income and more

generous federal housing programs, more individuals were able to
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maintain independent households. When actual household growth in the
1970s exceeded expectations, the Census Bureau revised its projections
for the 1980s upward. The most recent revision, issued in 1979,
estimates that the number of households will increase between 13.0 to
18.8 million, with the “"most likely” estimate being 16.8 million.

A dramatic change also occurred in the composition of families and
households in the 1970s. In 1950, married couples accounted for
almost 80 percent of all households; over 60 percent of new households
added during that decade were also married couples. Since 1970,
however, married couples constitute a smaller and smaller share of
total households as more couples delay marriage, divorce, or simply
live together. As Figure 2 illustrates, the number of married couple
households increased by only 250,000 each year between 1975 and 1980,
compared with an annual growth of all households of 1.6 million. As a
result, married couples accounted for less than 15 percent of total
household growth during this period, the lowest share ever recorded.

Despite these trends, the Census Bureau's projections for the
1980s imply a resurgence in married couple households above 1levels
observed in the 1970s, and that families other than married couples
will continue to grow at approximately the same rates as in the past
decade. There is 1little reason to expect, however, that marriage
rates will increase. Since “other families" consist primarily of
women with children, for this group to continue growing would require
illegitimate births to increase above 1970s levels and divorces to

involve more women with children. Since fertility is declining,

neither of these events is likely.



Annual Increase in Households (thousands)

FIGURE 2
Annual Increase in Number of Households by Type:

1950-1980 Observed and 1980-1990 Projected
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